














and	 a	 prolific	 writer,	 belonging	 to	 the	 same	 spiritual	 and	 theological	 family	
together	with	Isaac	of	Nineveh,	Simon	of	Taibuteh	and	John	Dalyatha.	His	name	is	
also	mentioned	in	the	Christological	debate	of	786‐787	in	the	East	Syriac	Church,	
during	 the	 time	 of	 Patriarch	 Timothy	 I,	 next	 to	 John	 the	 Solitary	 and	 John	
Dalyatha.	The	first	chapter	of	this	paper	is	dedicated	to	his	theological	biography,	
as	 revealing	 an	 important	 historical	 meeting	 between	 a	 scholastic‐dogmatic	
theology	and	a	spiritual‐monastic	perspective.	The	second	section	focuses	on	the	
tripartition	 of	 the	 spiritual	 life	 within	 the	 frame	 of	 the	 East	 Syriac	 ascetical	
tradition,	 in	 particular	 in	 reference	 to	 John	 the	 Solitary,	 “the	 father	 of	 the	East	
Syriac	spirituality”.	And	in	consequence,	the	third	chapter	connects	the	three‐fold	













kind	 of	 synthesis	 and	 a	 systematisation	 of	 the	 East	 Syriac	 spiritual	 tradition.	



















so‐called	 “process	 of	mystics”	 ruled	by	Catholikos	Timothy	 I	 in	786‐787.	Up	 to	
now,	it	is	impossible	to	trace	what	happened	with	him	after	this	very	important	
anathematisation,	but	at	least	the	fact	that	he	was	not	buried	in	his	monastery,	but	
rather	 in	Mar	 Atqen	Monastery,	 gives	 us	 reasons	 to	 consider	 the	 effect	 of	 this	
conciliar	document	of	anathematisation.		
We	do	not	have	the	documents	of	the	council.	What	we	can	evoke	is	only	a	
conciliar	 letter,	 transmitted	by	the	“Nomocanon	of	 ‘Abdisho	bar	Brikha’2,	which	
mentions	the	condemnation,	and	an	Arab	translation	(a	summary)	of	the	anathema	
of	the	mystics3.	And	yet,	we	have	a	panorama	that	Elijah	of	Nisibis	gives	us,	in	the	
11th	 century.	Doing	 a	 description	 of	 the	 council,	 the	 author	 points	 out	 to	 an	
important	element	–	there	was	a	number	of	Christians	who	believed	and	professed	
that	 the	Man	 assumed	 from	Mary	 “sees”	 the	 eternal	 Lord.	 In	 consequence,	 a	 big	




that	 there	 is	 no	 clear	motivation	 for	 John	 the	 Solitary’s	 condemnation.	 For	 John	











4	The	 contemporary	 scholars	question	 the	possibility	of	 so	many	 representatives	being	present	
(see	Vittorio	Berti,	Vita	e	studi	di	Timoteo	I,	192‐193).	
5	Élie	bar	Šennaya,	Kitab‐al‐Majalis,	evoked	by	Khalil	Samir,	“Entretien	d’Élie	de	Nisibe	avec	le	vizir	
Ibn’	 Alī	 sur	 l’unité	 et	 la	 trinité”,	 Islamochristiana	 5	 (1979):	 31‐117	 (here	 p.	 90,	 n.	 17).	 The	
anathemas	have	been	already	analysed	by	Antoine	Guillaumont	and	Robert	Beulay.	For	Joseph	
Hazzaya:	A.	Guillaumont,	“Sources	de	la	doctrine	de	Joseph	Hazzāyā”,	Oriens	Syrien	3.1	(1958):	3‐
24;	Robert	Beulay,	 “Joseph	Hazzaya”,	Dictionnaire	de	Spiritualité	VIII,	 col.	1341‐1349;	 for	 John	
Dalyatha:	Robert	Beulay,	L’enseignement	spirituel	de	Jean	le	Dalyatha,	mystique	syro‐oriental	du	























Accepting	 that	 Christ’s	 humanity	 is	 not	 able	 to	 see	 his	 divinity	 means	
asserting	the	impossibility	for	any	human	being	of	seeing	God.	This	thesis	came	
against	 the	mystics’	 claim	 to	see	God,	a	 constant	of	monastic	 theology6.	From	a	
																																																													
6	If	we	are	to	make	a	retrospective,	we	will	point	to	some	important	voices	from	the	Antiochene	
tradition	 as	 well	 as	 from	 the	 East	 Syriac	 space,	 evoked	 by	 Robert	 Beulay	 in	 his	 monograph	
dedicated	to	John	of	Dalyatha:	John	Chrysostom,	although	he	does	not	accept	any	vision	of	God’s	
essence,	points	 to	 the	possibility	of	communicating	with	Christ’s	 resplendence	of	His	glorified	








his	 glory	 to	 the	 human	 capacity	 of	 pertaining;	 another	 important	 author	 is	 Narsai.	 For	 him,	
Christ	 resplendent	 of	 glory	 will	 make	 humans	 able	 to	 see	 without	 seeing	 the	 Hidden	 Being.	









and	 the	 light	 of	 the	 face	 of	 Christ,	mirror	 and	 image	 of	 the	 Essence	 of	 God.	 He	 also	 uses	 an	
apophatic	 language	 in	 the	 line	of	Pseudo	Dionysius	when	he	 speaks	about	un‐knowledge	and	





































































 Corporeal	stage	(ܦܓܪܢܘܬܐ)	–	sphere	of	purification	( ܕܕܟܝܘܬܐ ܐܬܪܐ )	
 Psychic	stage	(ܢܦܫܢܘܬܐ)	–	sphere	of	limpidity/	serenity	( ܕܫܦܝܘܬܐ ܐܬܪܐ )	
 Spiritual	stage/	spirituality	(ܪܘܚܘܬܐ)	–	sphere	of	perfection		
 .9(ܐܬܪܐ ܕܓܡܝܪܘܬܐ)
The	 first	 stage	 assimilated	 to	 the	novitiate	 in	 coenobitic	 life	 includes	
vocal	 prayers,	 ascetic	 labours	 in	 order	 to	 free	 from	 passions	 –	 philautia10,	
akedia11,	fornication12,	judgement	against	the	brothers	and	the	superiors13	and	
vain	 glory14.	 It	 is	 about	 the	 process	 of	 purification	 that	 aims	 at	 attaining	 a	




The	 sphere	 of	 limpidity,	which	 implies	 a	 hermitical	 life,	 includes	 the	
practice	of	inner	virtues,	unceasing	prayer,	peace	and	certainty	that	generates	

























The	very	 source	 for	 this	 tripartite	 spiritual	 itinerary	 is	 John	 the	 Solitary.	
Using	 as	 starting	point	 Saint	 Paul’s	 anthropology	 (1	Thessalonians	 5:23),	 he	































































the	 vision	 of	 lofty	 and	 sublime	 contemplation;	 the	 mind	 is	 mingled	
with	the	divine	visitation;	
 The	stage	of	clothing	oneself	with	fire	in	which	one	sees	oneself	as	fire	
and	 receives	 knowledge	 concerning	 the	world	 to	 come.	 The	 affected	
senses	are	sight	and	touch;	
 The	stage	“inexpressible	 in	a	 letter”,	 in	which	one	feels	 joy	and	sheds	














from	 the	 very	 beginning	 that	 it	 has	 a	 very	 practical	 scope	 correlated	 with	 the	
monastic	 life.	 Thus,	 the	 initial	 point	 is	 the	 flight	 from	 the	world,	 embracing	
monastic	life.	Entering	the	monastery,	the	“coenobium”,	signifies	the	initiation	
in	the	bodily	stage.	One	primary	condition	is	to	forget	the	world	and	to	focus	on	
the	 heavenly	 things.	 Regarding	 the	 progress,	 this	 is	 a	 necessary	 step	 from	 one	
stage	to	another;	nobody	can	reach	the	highest	state	without	passing	through	
those	that	are	before.	These	two	principles	are	well	connected	–	leaving	the	world	
signifies	 adopting	 a	 new	 style	 of	 living,	 so,	 in	 consequence,	 nobody	 can	 go	
further	 in	the	monastic	 life	without	 forgetting	the	world.	 I	will	quote	a	short	
fragment:	“Not	everyone	who	has	come	out	of	the	world	is	released	from	his	












decision	 and,	 consequently,	 a	 specific	 ascetic	 behavior	 (§	 9‐10).	 Once	 this	
decision	is	taken,	the	first	ascetic	struggle	is	against	philautia,	specific	for	the	
worldly	 behavior	 that	 encompasses:	 gratifications,	 renunciation	 to	 the	 material	
goods,	glory,	power,	and	adopting	forward	the	condition	of	the	stranger,	poverty	












monastery	 we	 find	 two	 distinct	 forms	 of	 life:	 communitarian	 for	 the	 years	 of	 initiation	 into	






the	 life	 in	 the	 desert	 of	 the	 people	 of	 Israel	 (§	 20).	 In	 a	 narrative	 way,	 the	
monastic	 life	 is	 presented	 using	 the	 biblical	 symbols	 that	 are	 present	 in	 the	
Book	of	Exodus.	For	example,	when	speaking	about	necessary	obedience	 for	
monastic	life,	he	mentions	Joshua	and	Caleb,	or	disobedience	Core,	Dathan	and	
Abiram	(§	24‐27).	Two	of	 the	monastic	plagues	are	clearly	mentioned	 in	 the	
next	chapters,	 correlated	with	 the	 Israel’s	attitude	–	 to	grumble	against	God,	
and,	immediately	after,	the	cultivation	of	bad	thoughts,	pictured	by	the	snakes	
in	the	desert	(§	28‐29).	The	symbol	of	the	cross	powerfully	appears	here	–	as	a	
way	 of	 healing	 of	 spiritual	 illnesses	 and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 as	 a	 symbol	 for	
monastic	life,	in	general	(§	30).	Successively	he	mentions	five	important	virtues	to	
work	for	–	silence,	poverty,	love,	fasting	and	vigil	(§	34‐35).	An	important	aspect	







esaltano	 con	 la	 vanagloria,	 e	 distruggono	 il	 suo	 inteletto	 con	 le	 immagini	 che	 gli	
dipingono	davanti,	o	lo	gettano	nella	tristezza,	nell’angoscia	e	nella	disperazione,	e	
lo	riportano	verso	l’Egitto	della	malvagità22.”	
During	 this	 second	 stage	 Joseph	 insists	 that	 on	 the	 classic	 monastic	
advice	 regarding	 a	moderate	 attitude	 reflected	 in	what	 the	 ascetic	 theology	
calls	 “discernment”.	 The	monastic	 rule	has	 to	be	 taught	 “with	discipline	 and	
moderation…	 so	 as	 not	 to	 exaggerate	 and	 the	 fervor	 of	 their	 love	 not	 to	
become	insensible”	(§	47).	The	fervor	of	the	young	brothers	is	good,	but	it	can	
generate	confusions	and	can	bring	spiritual	falling	if,	because	of	it,	some	stages	
are	omitted	 in	 the	way	 to	 spiritual	perfection.	Thus,	 the	 role	of	 the	 spiritual	





Regarding	 the	second	 form,	 the	cells	were	near	 the	monastery,	and	 those	 living	 there	used	 to	
add	 to	 the	 community	 on	 Sundays	 and	 holidays	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 liturgy	 and	 take	
communion.	Thus	Syriac	monastic	terminology	differentiates	between	the	two	successive	forms	
of	 life	–	 “dairaya”	 	and	(ܕܝܪܝܐ) “ihidaya”	 	Referring	.(ܝܚܝܕܝܐ) to	 the	governance	of	 the	monastery	
one	 speaks	 about	 an	 abbot/	 superior	 	,(ܪܝܫܐ) assisted	 by	 a	 parsimonious	 	.(ܪܒܒܝܬܐ) Abraham’s	











“None	 of	 the	 lazy	 and	 negligent	 should	 think	 that,	 thanks	 to	 the	 vigil	 of	










84)	 and	 the	manual	work	 (§77).	 The	 vices	 to	 struggle	 against	 become	more	
subtle	in	this	stage,	considered	to	be	of	the	soul,	on	the	base	of	the	soul’s	unity	
with	 the	 body	 –	 acedia	 	,(ܩܘܛܐ ܪܥܝܢܐ) fornication (ܙܢܝܘܬܐ),	 anger	 	,(ܪܘܓܙܐ)









is	about	one’s	mind	vision,	prepared	by	 the	contemplation	of	 the	 immaterial	
beings,	of	the	divine	justice	and	providence.	This	itinerary	is	the	distinctive	sign	for	
this	state.	In	Joseph’s	words,	it	is	about	“the	vision	of	your	mind,	united	to	invisible	
powers,	 commingled	only	 to	 the	glorious	 light	of	 the	Holy	Trinity”	 (§142).	 If	











































letter	on	 the	stages	 that	a	monk	may	 follow,	observing	 the	possible	spiritual	


















biblical	 colour	 associated	 with	 it	 is	 the	 zephyr,	 similar	 with	 the	 sky	 colour	
(Exodus	 24:10)27.	 The	 highest	 point	 here	 is	 the	 inner	 vision	 of	 itself	 of	 the	
intellect,	the	initial	state	before	Adam’s	falling.	In	the	psychic	stage,	the	bodily	
struggles	transform	more	into	inner	struggles.	Human,	once	materially	purified,	
receives	 the	 intellections,	 inner	 perceptions	 regarding	 nature	 (the	 natural	
primary	contemplation),	 immaterial	beings	 (natural	 secondary	 contemplation),	
the	 contemplation	 of	 the	 divine	 judgement	 and	 providence.	 The	 prominent	
symbol	for	this	stage	is	the	fire	that	fulfils	the	process	of	purification.	The	spiritual	
stage	 is	 inaugurated	by	 the	 limpidity.	At	 this	 point,	 next	 to	 the	 intellections,	
comes	the	divine	vision	–	the	vision	of	the	divine	glory,	“the	light	of	the	Holy	
Trinity”,	 the	 light	without	 form28,	 the	 light	of	Christ.	Here,	 one	 identifies	 the	
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